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Observations and ways forward 





This three-day workshop on custodian farmers gave women and men farmers a 
central place in discussions on the conservation and use of agricultural diversity. 
Their contributions demonstrated that both women and men contribute to 
managing, adapting, promoting and conserving agricultural biodiversity in distinct 
ways. Differences were also found within the group of women and the group of 
men, which were composed of individuals from various ages, marital statuses, 
castes, and otherwise differentiated backgrounds.
Women farmers discussed seed conservation as one of their major contributions to 
the management and conservation of agricultural biodiversity and acknowledged 
that their husbands’ support is very important to their participation in agricultural 
research for development interventions. Men, in turn, emphasized their own 
roles in managing and promoting knowledge of crop species and varieties and 
also noted their wives’ support for their farming activities. Both women and men 
farmers noted that NGO interventions had fostered their empowerment by helping 
them improve their livelihoods, strengthen their ability to speak in public, meet 
other farmers and discover other organizations, and reduce social discrimination.
Women farmers’ perspectives
The women farmers present at the workshop participated in a side-session 
wherein they identified key constraints hindering the ability of female farmers to 
take measures to conserve biodiversity and participate in agricultural research for 
development projects. These barriers included social norms that generate negative 
perceptions among community members towards women who participate in 
projects and that cause husbands to object to women’s participation, as well 
as restrictions on women’s mobility and travel. Additional constraints were a 
lack of time due to heavy female household responsibilities, lack of child care, 
lack of information about projects, insufficient economic incentives associated 
with projects, too many other concerns, too little land on which to experiment, 
shyness and inexperience participating in projects, as well as an underestimation 
of women’s capacities—by men and by women themselves—to successfully 
participate.
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Based on these constraints, the women proposed the measures listed in Table 
1 to improve their ability to experiment with, conserve and promote biodiversity, 
and to participate in projects designed to do so. They additionally identified 
key gatekeepers who could facilitate their role as custodian farmers and their 
participation in projects. These included outsider women, such as female NGO 
staff working in the community, reputed men or women in the community, 
resource persons from the community who travel within the context of research 
for development projects, and the local Village Development Committee. 
Table 1: Support needs and incentives for a more gender-responsive custodian 
farmers’ approach according to participant women farmers
Type of support Examples
Social
•	 One-on-one mentoring for women
•	 Women role models: examples of women custodian farmers
•	 Meetings organized by traditional village institutions that call for 
women’s participation
•	 Partners to clarify why women should participate
•	 Assigning women small jobs of interest in projects to motivate them.




•	 Capacity strengthening to improve women’s technical skills with 
respect to seed conservation, storage, etc.
•	 Improved technology (e.g. grading machine to sort seeds) to 
reduce drudgery and free up women’s time
•	 Women-led demonstration plots
•	 Women representatives that attend meetings and bring seed back 
for others from their travels 
•	 Information dissemination on women and child health, sanitation 
and hygiene, etc., more often, and more resource people invited to 
discuss women’s issues to enhance appeal of meetings
•	 Better information sharing system on crop varieties where women 
can learn where to acquire varieties; common platform to dissemi-
nate information.
Recommendations
Additional recommendations for improving the gender-responsiveness of the 
custodian farmers’ approach include: 
•	 Understand the gendered context:
 o Know the gendered social networks in communities where you work 
(social mapping): What institutions and networks do women and men rely 
on? What are other key differentiating factors (age, ethnicity, wealth, and 
so on) in project sites?
 o Examine and recognize gendered opportunities and constraints (such as 
time, mobility, language, labour, education, capital, technology, access to 
resources, decision-making, and public participation)
 o Strengthen local institutions such as women’s self-help groups when 
possible, but be inclusive (Who is not included and why? How can they 
be reached?)
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 o Work with women leaders and with men leaders who recognize women’s 
contributions
 o Enlist men’s support. 
•	 Differentiate and include:
 o Investigate and enhance the visibility of gendered knowledge and skills 
(e.g. in Community Biodiversity Registers, publications, policies, school 
curricula) and of knowledge held by specific social groups
 o Favour knowledge exchanges among women, among men, among 
women and men, and among distinct social groups
 o Evaluate whether gender-segregated or mixed groups – or both – are 
most suitable in the given project and site context. 
•	 Make projects relevant to men and women:
 o Include both women and men in priority setting, separately and together
 o Ask questions about and focus on crops of relevance to both women and 
men (these may be the same or different crops)
 o Showcase contributions of relevance to women (e.g. competitions for 
best recipes, most diverse home garden, women’s spaces) and men
 o Include women farmers in exposure visits in culturally-appropriate ways. 
•	 Tailor interventions to women’s and men’s needs:
 o Where possible, alleviate constraints on women’s participation (e.g. time, 
mobility, social constraints)
 o Have women NGO staff, researchers, and extension workers work with 
women
 o Quotas encouraging women’s participation in committees, diversity fairs, 
and so on, may be required at the beginning to encourage women’s 
active participation
 o Include women in capacity strengthening interventions
 o Validate and share results within the community and beyond via channels 
used by women and men farmers, which may be the same or different 
channels
 o Monitor and evaluate the impacts of your interventions on men 
and women, using gender-sensitive indicators (can be defined in a 
participatory way by women and men). 
•	 Think across scales:
 o Promote opportunities for women to have a voice in fora at different 
scales. For example, representatives from women’s groups should be 
included in national platforms; women’s contributions to agricultural 
biodiversity conservation should be highlighted in school curricula, 
policies must be designed to benefit women and men. 
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•	 Promote women’s participation in the Custodian Farmers’ 
Network 
Valuing, learning from and involving both women and men in efforts to conserve 
biodiversity and improve livelihoods will benefit entire households, societies and 
promises to enhance biodiversity conservation efforts.
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What brought all of us together – farmers, scientists, and policymakers – in 
Pokhara is a shared commitment to the conservation of crop diversity. In Nepal, 
like elsewhere around the world, we are witnessing a great reduction in the use of 
traditional crops in mainstream agriculture. The accompanying homogenization of 
farming systems is of great concern because of its negative implications for the 
resilience and sustainability of agricultural production, as well as nutrition. The 
role of agricultural biodiversity has never been greater than today, as we strive 
to make cultivations more resistant to climate change, and our food systems 
nutritionally more balanced and more resilient against socio-economic and 
climatic shocks .
During the meeting we discussed what can be done to ensure the conservation 
of crop diversity and to leverage the strategic work of farmers in this regard - 
especially of those champions of conservation we call custodian farmers. The 
workshop was organized around three main objectives namely, discussing 
methods and tools for supporting the work of custodian farmers, exploring 
policy options to develop an enabling environment for on farm conservation, 
and gaining a better understanding of the characteristics and roles of custodian 
farmers. The workshop was productive on each of these fronts. 
With regard to the first objective, discussions around incentives and the creation 
of a nation-wide platform for on farm conservation were very useful. Discussions 
explored linking custodian farmer efforts with community and national-level 
initiatives in plant genetic resource conservation. It was discussed that custodian 
farmers could be involved in a farmer to farmer network, potentially coordinated 
by the National Genebank and/or integrated with the community seed bank and 
community biodiversity register initiative that is in its infancy in Nepal (Shrestha 
et al. 2013). The National Genebank was seen as a candidate institution to 
facilitate recognition and rewards for custodian farmers, as well as training. 
The workshop made important steps in identifying policy options to support on 
farm conservation, including identifying actions that can be taken within existing 
policies. National Genebank representatives and other government officials noted 
several such opportunities in the discussions on day two, including the potential 
to access funds through the village development committees and the Nepal 
Agriculture Research and Development Fund, as well as potential for recognition 
of custodian farmer varieties through the recently implemented ABS Act. These 
existing opportunities are presented on page 117. Additional recommendations 
that emerged from the group discussions on the third day are presented on page 
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